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Abstract 
 
 
In recent years there has been a burgeoning amount of research comparing journalistic 
practices in a wide range of countries around the world. Much of this literature has tended to 
focus on identifying what the similarities and differences between these different journalistic 
cultures are. Most importantly, research has focused on answering the question of whether, 
particularly in the age of globalisation, ‘a journalistic culture’ may exist. While there has 
been some evidence that there may indeed be a convergence of journalistic cultures, studies 
have at the same time found that important differences still persist.  
However, most of the literature has so far still tended to concentrate purely on the differences 
and similarities, without examining in detail why these exist. In this context, the author 
argues that employing a cross-cultural approach rooted in anthropology can at least partially 
trace the development of particularly the differences by linking them to the wider concept of 
cultural differences between countries.  
Specifically the paper here evaluates the usefulness of applying the value systems appraoch, 
as designed by Dutch anthropologist Geert Hofstede, to journalism research. By examining 
some of the few studies that have employed Hofstede’s approach, the paper argues that value 
systems can provide a classification on a conceptual level for investigating how journalism is 
practiced around the world. In the light of complaints in the Asia-Pacific region that the 
imported Western models of journalism are not in line with cultural values, this approach can 
also provide some basis from which to develop future approaches to journalism education.  
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Introduction 
 
Comparing how journalism is practiced around the world has been a popular subject 
in academic research, with scholars attempting to produce classification systems in order to 
account for the various differences as well as similarities. These studies have focussed on 
both meta- as well as micro-levels of journalism, dividing the world into a variety of media 
systems as well as journalistic cultures. 
 
On the macro-level, one of the earliest, and most well known, attempts at producing a 
media system classification were the Four Theories of the Press (Siebert, Peterson and 
Schramm, 1956), which divided the world into authoritarian, libertarian, social responsibility 
and Soviet communist press systems. A product of a time when ideological battles between 
the West and the East also entered into academic work, the book displayed a clear preference 
for a libertarian model, using it to judge the other three (Thomass, 2007). Further, as 
Thomass (2007) notes, it was highly normative and left out entire regions of the world. A 
further attempt at producing a classification system for media systems was undertaken by 
Hallin and Mancini (2004), who examined 18 countries in North America and Western 
Europe. Hallin and Mancini developed three models: the Polarized Pluralist, Democratic 
Corporatist and Liberal models. However, once more this classification system focussed only 
on a small number of countries, leaving out even entire continents (Thomass, 2007). Other 
classifications have included all countries, but relied also on political and economic 
parameters only, relying on concepts such as First, Second and Third Worlds, core-periphery 
distinctions or even classifying countries along the lines of whether they were seen as 
developed or developing. In fact, as communication scholar Hamid Mowlana (1997) has 
pointed out, most of past research in mass communication has focused on political, economic 
and sociological models. Mowlana recommended that future communication research should 
move beyond these models and incorporate anthropological, linguistic and socio-cultural 
frameworks. Recent trends in communication research have thus placed a stronger emphasis 
on cultural factors (Servaes, 1999). 
 
This trend has also affected the research on journalism cultures, which have 
examined, on a micro-level, the attitudes and values of journalists in a variety of countries in 
order to find differences and similarities to allow for classifications on this level. The first 
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large scale effort in this regard were the journalist surveys around the world in the early 
1990s and which were included in Weaver (1998). There has since been a large number of 
studies in this area, focussing on numerous individual countries (eg. Weischenberg, Scholl 
and Malik, 2006; Weaver, Randall, Brownlee, Voakes and Wilhoit, 2007) as well as cross-
national surveys which have compared practices across borders (eg. Deuze, 2002; Donsbach 
and Patterson, 2004). However, as Hanitzsch (2007) has pointed out, much of the research 
has tended to focus on identifying differences and similarities, without necessarily putting 
them in context. 
 
This paper therefore recognises the need for more cultural analysis of journalism 
practices, which can be used as a theoretical foundation for more holistic analyses of 
newswork. By putting culture at the centre of the analysis, and more specifically the work of 
Dutch anthropologist Geert Hofstede (2001) on value dimensions, I will show that this 
approach can provide us with useful contextual knowledge in explaining the differences in 
journalism practices around the world. Elsewhere, I have demonstrated that the Hofstedian 
approach can be quite useful in explaining differences between Australian and German 
journalism practices (Hanusch, 2008). In this paper, I will briefly reiterate this approach and 
demonstrate its usefulness for applying it to other contexts. In particular, I will argue that a 
cultural approach can be useful in aligning journalism practices in the Asia-Pacific region 
with the particular cultural conditions journalism operates in. There has been some criticism 
that journalism practices in countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea and 
Fiji have evolved out of a purely Western concept of what journalism is, a concept that does 
not necessarily fit well with local cultural conditions, which led to debates such as the one on 
Asian values in journalism (Xu, 2005).  
 
 
Hofstede and value dimensions 
 
When using culture to account for differences in journalism practices, we first need to 
find a definition of what culture actually is. As has been pointed out some time ago, there are 
a vast number of definitions of the term (Kroeber and Kluckhohn, 1952). Such definitions 
range from the broad (culture is everything) to the narrow (cultural institutions such as the 
opera). For the purpose of this paper, Hofstede’s (1980: 260) definition of culture as the 
“collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or 
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category of people from another” is a useful starting point, particularly in light of the fact that 
much of the framework here is based on Hofstede’s work. In line with Hofstede’s use of the 
concept, I will also here restrict the analysis to national cultures. Restricting the analysis to 
national cultures, however arbitrary or artificially constructed the idea of the nation state 
(Anderson, 1991) may be, will allow us to practically apply Hofstede’s dimensions. Value 
systems analysis has been employed in terms of countries, as shown by the studies of 
Hofstede (2001), Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) and ET Hall (1976). The importance of 
history in defining nations was pointed out by Smart (2000), while Haarmann (1999) noted 
the importance of language in creating nationalism. Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) have 
argued that, while in research on cultural differences nationality should be used with care, it 
was often the only feasible criterion for classification. Further, Hofstede (2001) found that 
even in such multi-lingual or multi-ethnic countries as Belgium and the former Yugoslavia, 
these diverse groups may have common traits which distinguished them from other countries’ 
populations. Furthermore, journalists in the mainstream media (who are generally the 
subjects of national journalism surveys) are generally accepted to be a part of the dominant 
cultures themselves, and see events through the prisms of the dominant culture (Robinson, 
2001). Notwithstanding this, as Esser (2004) points out, it can make sense to compare within 
one country, such as franco- and anglophone Canada. 
 
Hofstede’s (2001) work has focussed on international differences in work-related 
values, and was based on a number of studies that surveyed thousands of employees of multi-
national corporations such as IBM across more than 50 countries. Hofstede found five 
independent dimensions along which dominant value systems could be ordered: power 
distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation 
(Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005).  
 
Hofstede’s first dimension, power distance, explain the the extent to which the less 
powerful members of institutions and organisations accept and expect that power is 
distributed unequally. In countries with a short power distance (such as Austria, Israel, 
Denmark and New Zealand), people believe they are close to power and that they have a right 
to that power. People in these countries believe in equality, that power is something everyone 
can achieve. In countries with a large power distance (Philippines, Mexico, Venezuela and 
India), however, the gap between the powerful and the powerless is much larger, and the 
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powerless have come to accept that situation. In these societies there exists a much stronger 
system of social hierarchy.  
 
Individualism refers to the relationship of the individual to society. Hofstede argues 
that in individualist countries (such as the United States, Australia, UK and the Netherlands), 
there are only loose ties between individuals, and everyone primarily looks after themselves 
and only immediate family. In collectivist societies (most Latin American and Asian 
countries), however, individuals are part of very strong and cohesive groups, such as 
extended families with dozens of members, which protect them in exchange for unconditional 
loyalty. In these societies, the group is more important than the individual.  
 
Hofstede’s third value dimension, masculinity, denotes the degree to which masculine 
or feminine values dominate a society. In a masculine society (for example, Japan, Hungary, 
Austria and Venezuela), men are more assertive and ambitious and the gap between women’s 
and men’s values is quite great. In feminine societies (such as Sweden, Norway, the 
Netherlands and Denmark), men are less domineering and are more modest and tender in 
their behaviour. Therefore these countries usually place a high value on the equality of 
genders.  
 
The degree to which a society can deal with uncertainty, i.e. whether a member of a 
culture is comfortable or uncomfortable in a new and unknown situation, is termed the 
uncertainty avoidance dimension. Strong uncertainty avoiding cultures (such as Greece, 
Portugal, Belgium and Japan) live by strict laws, rules, security and safety measures and 
rituals to minimise the possibility of unstructured situations. People in these cultures also 
have higher levels of anxiety and stress. In weak uncertainty avoiding cultures (such as 
Singapore, Denmark, Sweden and Hong Kong) people more easily accept and deal with 
unknown situations, and are generally more tolerant of opinions and beliefs that are different 
from their own. They try to minimise the number of rules and seldom express their emotions. 
Truth is a central concept when considering uncertainty avoidance: Uncertainty avoiding 
countries believe in an absolute truth, whereas uncertainty accepting take a more relativist 
position.  
 
 Hofstede had originally identified only the above four dimensions, but in the 1980s, 
cross-cultural psychologist Michael Bond, together with a group of Chinese scholars, added a 
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fifth dimension, long-term orientation, to the list (Chinese Culture Connection, 1987; 
Hofstede and Bond, 1988). The Chinese Culture Connection had been concerned that 
Hofstede’s four dimensions had been constructed and analysed only by Western scholars and 
Bond and his colleagues used their own questionnaires developed by Chinese scholars. Their 
survey confirmed three of Hofstede’s four dimensions, with the exception being uncertainty 
avoidance, a value they argued was not relevant to Eastern cultures. Instead of the search for 
‘truth’, Eastern cultures were more concerned with ‘virtues’, they found. The long-term 
orientation dimension has also been referred to as Confucian Dynamism, because the values 
investigated were related to Confucian teachings. However, Confucian Dynamism is not 
solely restricted to Eastern countries and can be applied in other cultures of the world as well. 
Countries with a high long-term orientation score include China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and 
Japan, while countries with a short-term orientation include the Philippines, Canada and West 
and East African countries. 
 
 It should be noted that Hofstede’s work in the area of value dimensions has not been 
without criticism, much of it directed at the methodology, which surveyed workers in 
Western multi-national corporations. McSweeney (2002), for example, has argued that 
Hofstede generalised about national cultures on the basis of a few questionnaires from IBM 
subsidiaries in some countries. McSweeney doubted that IBM employees in one country 
could be representative of a whole culture. Other criticisms have included the lack of surveys 
of Arab and African countries, as well as implicit claims of regional cultural clusters 
(Samovar and Porter, 2001; Servaes, 2002). Yet, as Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) point out, 
there have been a number of follow-up studies investigating the original framework, with 
many lending support, particularly to the individualism dimension.  
 
 
Applying Hofstede’s work to journalism practice 
 
 Hofstede’s work is also relevant to the investigation of journalism practices, as I have 
claimed above. While there have been very few studies so far using Hofstede’s work for 
analysing journalism cross-culturally, some studies that lend support to the value of this 
approach do exist. In an earlier study, I have applied Hofstede’s framework to an examination 
of how German and Australian newspapers report foreign deaths, finding that a number of the 
value dimensions can be seen as influential on differences in news practices in both countries 
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(Hanusch, 2008). In particular, I found that differences in visual treatment of death, language 
conventions and ethical codes could be traced to differences between Australia and Germany 
along the value dimensions of uncertainty-avoidance and individualism. For example, I 
showed that in terms of the ethical frameworks, German journalists’ code of ethics was far 
more complex and prescriptive than the Australian journalists’ code of ethics. These 
differences could be related to the differences in the two countries along Hofstede’s 
uncertainity avoidance dimensions, which ranks Germany as strong uncertainty-avoiding and 
Australia as weak uncertainty-avoiding. Similarly, differences along the individualism 
dimensions could be seen as partially responsible for differences in considering issues of the 
human dignity of foreign dead. While German journalists, being ranked as only slightly 
individualist, considered collective interests in their use of graphic photos, Australian 
journalists generally showed less such concerns, in line with Australian culture being ranked 
as strongly individualist. 
 
 In his framework for the study of journalism culture, Hanitzsch (2007) also 
acknowledges the usefulness of some of Hofstede’s work, the power distance dimension. 
Hanitzsch argues that an important dimension of journalistic culture is related to journalists’ 
position toward power. He notes that in most Western democracies, journalists follow the 
adversarial tradition of the press. Acting as the ‘fourth estate’ or ‘watchdogs’, journalists see 
themselves as independent critics of those in power. In other countries, Hanitzsch notes, an 
adversarial stance may conflict with values of consensus and harmony (for example in Asian 
countries), yet criticism is still possible in a covert form. On the low end of the power 
distance scale, however, there are those journalists who see themselves as loyal to those in 
power and remain uncritical, acting as a mouthpiece for the government.  
 
 In a comprehensive study, Zhou (2008) studied how news stories on the Internet in 
China were framed in Hong Kong, Singapore, the United States and the United Kingdom, 
finding that particularly the dimension of long- versus short-term orientation had been a 
significant factor in determining most types of news frames. In a comprehensive application 
of Hofstede’s work to framing theory, Zhou found a complexity of dimensions at work, with 
often two dimensions significantly determining one news frame, giving further strength to the 
argument that Hofstede’s five dimensions are inherently inter-related and work in 
conjunction. Zhou found that differences in the salience of issues and the use of news frames 
between Singapore and Hong Kong on the one hand and the US and UK on the other could 
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be attributed to differences in the long-term orientation. The two Western countries reported 
predominantly on the controversial issue of Internet control and censorship in mainland 
China, while the two Asian countries focussed more on e-commerce and Internet diffusion in 
China. Zhou explained that, as people in short-term orientation countries such as the US and 
UK, believed there were clear guidelines on good and evil, they might focus more on 
problems in a given system. While on the other hand, for people in long-term orientation 
countries such as Hong Kong and Singapore, these differences between good and evil are not 
as distinct and people don’t have a similarly strong desire to correct social injustice. 
“Therefore, journalists in such a society might have switched their attention to the pragmatic 
practices with long-term benefits, such as Internet use and Internet business” (Zhou, 2008: 
131).  
 
In a further study of how Hofstede’s work can be applied to comparative journalism, 
Kim and Kelly (2008) analysed news and feature photographs in 10 elite American and 
Korean newspapers, finding significant differences between the style of photojournalism in 
both countries. Kim and Kelly particularly noted that the value dimension of 
individualism/collectivism could be seen as influencing some of these differences. 
Importantly, they argued that American photojournalists relied on “their own individual 
interpretations, observe and document their subjects as individuals, and focus on distinctive 
individual personalities. This interpretative approach to visual reporting depends on 
individual creativity” (Kim and Kelly, 2008: 171). In contrast, they found that Korean 
newspapers tended to focus more on the group in their photojournalism, and relied on mere 
description rather than interpretation. “Korean photojournalists adhere more strictly to their 
societal responsibilities. They are part of a larger group, either the journalistic community as 
a whole or their particular news organization. They act according to the group’s interest 
rather than according to their own interpretations” (Kim and Kelly, 2008: 171). We can see 
then that Hofstede’s work has some use in exploring and explaining differences in how 
journalism is practiced around the world. In the next section, I would like to extend this 
approach further, and argue that for journalism to be truly relevant to a society, education in 
journalism would benefit from taking some of the specific cultural conditions into account.  
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Cultural values and journalism in the Asia-Pacific region 
 
 One area in which differences in cultural values related to Hofstede’s dimensions 
have been particularly prominent in relation to journalism practice has been the debate about 
Asian values in journalism. Propagated mainly by the Singaporean and Malaysian 
governments under Lee Kuan Yew and Mahathir Mohamad respectively, Asian values such 
as respect for authority (power distance) and an emphasis on benefit to the community rather 
than the individual (collectivism) were supposed to lead to a new type of journalism, different 
from that of the West (Xu, 2005). A major stumbling block for this approach has however 
been the fact that Asian cultures in parts differ widely from one another, and it is highly 
questionable whether there is such a thing as one Asian culture. To complicate matters 
further, the Asian values approach was also widely perceived as an excuse for restricting 
press freedom (Xu, 2005). Some observers argued that the Singaporean and Malaysian 
governments in particular had a vested interest in using these selected values for their own 
advantage, curbing criticism and using the press to extend the lives of their governments.  
 
Yet, despite these valid criticisms, it would appear that there are some significant differences 
between values in many Asian countries as opposed to many Western countries. In the 
specific case of relating them to Hofstede’s framework, Zhou (2008) and Kim and Kelly 
(2008) were able to identify some of these important differences that do exist. These 
difference highlight the need to approach journalism in those countries from a framework that 
fits that particular country’s values. Journalistic practice is always coloured by the societal 
values it operates in, but it is also important to focus on these particular conditions to make 
journalism more relevant to the society. For example, one may wonder whether highly 
individualistic news reporting practices may resonate with an audience in a collectivist 
culture more strongly than news that focus on collective aspects. Journalism education in 
those countries would therefore need to be structured in a way that it reflects societal values. 
Yet, in many countries of the Asia-Pacific region, media systems, as well as journalism 
practice and education are still strongly influenced by Western traditions. 
 
A number of scholars have argued that the predominantly Western media models, which were 
often installed by colonial masters in the Asia-Pacific region, do not adequately fit the 
realities of these countries, which often have very different cultural values, histories, religions 
and world views from those in the West (Gunaratne, 2005; Rooney, Papoutsaki and Pamba, 
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2004; Papoutsaki and Sharp, 2006; Robie, 2004). Rooney et al. (2004) argued in their case 
study of Papua New Guinean media, for example, that the Western-influenced journalism 
training and Western style of reporting could not simply be transplanted into a society such as 
PNG, which had quite different societal needs from those countries in the West. Papoutsaki 
and Sharp (2006) noted that much of the journalism training in PNG had been performed by 
Western educators, and even though there had been recent efforts to train local staff, this 
training had been performed in the West, further reinforcing Western practices. 
 
In his studies of the demographics of Papua New Guinean and Fijian journalists, David Robie 
(2004) reported increasing calls for a reclaiming of Pacific images, which had become 
necessary because of the perception that dominant news media in the area were Western, 
“with Eurocentric and north-based conceptual models paramount. However, these models 
have failed to seriously take Pacific and indigenous cultures and their world views into 
account” (Robie, 2004: 249).  
 
In fact, the aspect of a Pacific identity at large has been discussed on a wider theoretical scale 
in the Pacific Islands region for some time. As far back as 1993, Epeli Hau’ofa had argued 
for a new direction in theoretical and practical thinking in the region, towards a “Pacifc 
Way”, which would more accurately reflect the region’s needs. This approach has, however, 
encountered the same problems as that in Asia, namely the fact that Pacific Islands also vary 
widely, for example between Melanesian and Polynesian societies. A further problem with 
applying Western approaches to journalism in the Pacific is that unique cultural pressures 
needed to be taken into account, as Papoutsaki and Sharp (2006) noted. According to them, 
students argued that the confrontational approach, which was so common in Western 
countries, was not appropriate for PNG, were a more collaborative model was seen as more 
appropriate. Again, this would point to the applicability of an individualism vs collectivism 
dimension as well as the problem-focus of short-term orientation societies of the West, as 
pointed out by Zhou (2008).  
 
These sentiments echo with Harris’ (2004) recommendations for how the media in the Pacific 
Islands could play a more significant role in bringing about peace and stability in the region. 
Harris (2004: 6) argued that journalists needed to question “if the conflict-event orientation of 
Western journalism really is right for them in their reporting of conflicts. By choosing story 
pegs which promote reconciliation journalists can assist in breaking the cycle of violence”. If 
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these pegs are more in line with cultural values, they may perhaps be more successful. In a 
way this aspect of journalism in the Pacific Islands also then draws a wider bow to the 
concept of journalism’s role in conflict resolution. 
 
There has been some debate over the role that journalists could play in assisting the 
resolution of conflicts. This approach, generally referred to as peace journalism, focuses on 
journalists being encouraged to look at the background to conflicts and to promote solutions 
to conflicts rather than concentrating on divisive aspects of a conflict (Galtung, 2002; Lynch 
& McGoldrick, 2000). This approach has been criticised as impossible to achieve by 
Hanitzsch (2004), for a number of reasons. While going into the details of that debate is 
outside the purpose of this paper, one reason one aspect of Hanitzsch’s critique is interesting 
in terms of Hofstede’s work.  
 
Hanitzsch notes that traditional news values, such as conflict, personalisation, 
prominence, etc. – criticised by Galtung (2002) as leading to negative reporting – are actually 
supported by audiences. “News factors are therefore selection structures of public 
communication, and their scope includes journalism as well as its audience” (Hanitzsch, 
2004: 188). Hanitzsch argues that if journalists did not regard these news factors sufficiently, 
it could lead to a loss of readers, listeners, viewers or users. Relating this aspect to the 
approach I have tried to take using Hofstede’s work, it may be a sign that the individualism 
dimension in Western countries may have led to the ‘negative reporting’ Galtung (2002) 
refers to, and to change this would mean a change in the culture of journalism. Hanitzsch 
(2004: 177) points out as much, as he notes that “demands for a change in the coverage of 
wars have to be addressed at the structures in journalism (criteria of news selection, formats, 
etc)”. Perhaps using the more collaborative approach that Papoutsaki and Sharp (2004) argue 
for in the context of the Pacific Islands may be more successful if it is more suited to the 
cultural environment there. 
 
In a sense, then, this correlates with the argument made throughout this paper, in that 
journalism, in some parts of the world is, and in other parts of the world perhaps should be. 
reflective of the cultural environment it operates within. That does not mean some of the 
main concepts of journalism have to be thrown overboard, but it makes journalism more 
relevant in the society it operates within.  
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Conclusion 
 
Esser (1998) has pointed out that it has often been assumed, particularly by Anglo-Saxon 
scholars, that journalism is practiced in the same way around the world. As he has rightly 
pointed out, however, this is simply not the case. As researchers, we need to take into account 
the more broad cultural dimensions in which journalism operates. Journalism has always 
developed as a result of wider cultural processes within a given country or society. As Esser 
(1998) has pointed out, German journalism developed in a different way from Anglo-Saxon 
journalism over the past centuries due to different historical events, philosophical approaches 
to the concept of truth and linguistic dimensions.  
 
In comparing journalism, these cultural dimensions are important if we want to be able to 
take the analysis to a more theory-based level. The work of Hofstede (2001) appears to 
provide a promising basis for such future examinations of journalism. In reviewing some of 
the past studies, this paper has demonstrated that Hofstede’s value dimensions can provide 
useful classifications along which to identify and explain certain journalistic processes. By 
further investigating some of the current issues in journalism practice in the Asia-Pacific 
region, we have also seen how the Hofstedian approach can also be useful in developing 
journalism education with a view to making journalism a better fit with a given society, in 
this case particularly in the Pacific Islands, which have been dominated by a journalistic 
system that was imported rather than grew organically. In a further, more speculative, 
context, I also pointed out that a Hofstedian approach of aligning journalism with cultural 
values may give more promise to conflict-sensitive reporting in these societies, than imported 
Western models.  
 
While the Hofstedian approach certainly appears promising, this paper has been somewhat 
speculative in the sense that still very little empirical evidence exists to support some of the 
arguments made here. Future studies would need to use Hofstede’s classifications in a 
systematic and empirical way to comprehensively test their efficacy for journalism research. 
Another problem is that Hofstede’s work so far has only classified 74 countries, with no 
Pacific Island nation represented, for example (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2005). Further 
groundwork would need to be undertaken in this area then. 
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Hofstede is also not the only way that research into comparative journalism practice can be 
undertaken, and there are a number of different ways of doing it. For example, Hanitzsch’s 
(2007) model appears to provide an excellent framework for studying comparative 
journalism. Hanitzsch’s framework incorporates a number of socio-cultural parameters and 
sees journalism culture as consisting of three constituents (institutional roles, epistemologies 
and ethical ideologies), which are further divided into nine dimensions (interventionism, 
power distance, market orientation, objectivism, empiricism, relativism and idealism). The 
results of the related collaborative study in 17 countries around the world should provide 
some interesting insights into this debate. What is needed most of all, as Hanitzsch (2007) has 
pointed out, is work on the conceptual level, and this paper has attempted to be a part of this 
development.  
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